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Gender equality and poverty eradication: what has worked for women and girls?  
 

1. Introduction  
 
The Millennium Declaration was framed by a strong commitment to human rights and social 
justice, resolving to ‘respectfully uphold the Universal Declaration of Human Rights’ 
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agricultural sector. The later addition of access to decent and productive employment for 
men, women and young people was critical to MDG 1. Rising female economic activity in 
the non-agricultural sector cannot be taken as an unambiguous indicator of poverty reduction 
or of women’s empowerment: what matters also are the returns to women’s labour and their 
ability to use these returns to pursue valued goals. In the rest of this paper, we consider the 
implications of women’s access to decent and productive employment in relation to the twin 
rationales outlined in the Millennium Declaration.  
 

2. Gender equality, labour markets and poverty eradication: making the linkages 
 
A recent review of studies exploring both the impact of gender equality on economic growth 
as well as the impact of economic growth on gender equality reports some important 
findings.1 Greater gender equality in education and employment was found to make a positive 
contribution to economic growth, a finding that appeared robust for a variety of different 
countries and over different time periods.2 This effect appeared to operate through two 
pathways. The first was market-mediated and worked through ensuring that economies were 
drawing on a wider and more qualified pool of human resources than would be the case if 
women were denied access to educational and economic opportunities.  
 
The second was family-mediated: education, income and indeed any resources which 
promote women’s voice and agency within the family have been found to lead to higher 
investments in the human capital and capabilities of family members, improving the 
productivity of both the current and future generation of workers. This effect reflects, of 
course, women’s responsibility for unpaid reproductive work within the domestic domain.  
The family-mediated impact on economic growth appeared to be far more significant in 
lower income countries while the market-mediated impact took on greater significance in the 
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equality, including literacy and mortality rates, independently of economic growth rates. It 
thus appears that women’s education and employment act as ‘structural catalysts’ within the 
economy: not only do they emerge as important determinants of economic growth but they 
can also play a pivotal role in helping to translate economic growth into progress on other 
aspects of gender equality, and on human development more generally, thereby improving 
the distributional impact of growth and its impact on multidimensional poverty. Central to 
this catalytic role is the greater voice and agency associated with women’s access to valued 
resources.  
 
These studies were carried out at very broad levels of aggregation. More micro-level 
quantitative analysis from three very different contexts – Egypt, Ghana and Bangladesh – 
provides more detailed insights into the forms of employment most likely to improve 
women’s voice and agency and hence contribute to their role as structural catalyst.4 The 
strongest finding emerging from the analysis is that in all three contexts, women’s access to 
formal employment was systematically more likely to enhance their voice, agency and 
influence both within the home and in the wider society than any other form of work. Paid 
work outside the home or farm, whether in self-employment or waged work, also achieved a 
range of empowering outcomes relative to unpaid family labour (whether in productive or 
reproductive activity),  but less consistently than formal employment.  Moreover, many of the 
informal outside activities available to women were poorly paid and extremely precarious so 
that while they might exercise greater voice and agency in many aspects of their lives, a great 
deal of their energy went on making ends meet. Education, location, membership in 
organisations and access to knowledge and information were other important factors, 
reinforcing or offsetting the impact of work.  
 

3. 
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primarily dominated by male or female workers, the overall repercussions of crisis often hit 
women harder. In some cases, women in various forms of informal or precarious work are 
treated as the buffer labour force, the first to be made redundant when conditions deteriorate; 
in other cases, it is male dominated sectors that are hit first. In either case, it is generally 
through the intensification of women’s unpaid labour that households seek to cope with the 
decline in their income flows.11  Women’s labour has been described as the household ‘safety 
net of last resort’ in times of crisis. 
 

4. The barriers to women’s access to decent and productive employment 
 
To get a better sense of what has worked, and is likely to work, for women and girls in terms 
of access to improved employment, we need a better sense of the nature of the barriers that 
block this access. Some of these barriers are rooted in the relations of family, kinship and 
community and reflect long-standing asymmetries in the gender distribution of resources and 
opportunities, others reflect the conscious discrimination and unconscious biases they face in 
the public domains of markets, states and civil society.  But the main point about them is that 
they are not discrete and stand-alone constraints, but interlocking elements of systemic 
disadvantage. Dealing with these constraints must include addressing this interlocking aspect. 
 
Gender-related norms which assign predominant responsibility for critical but unpaid family 
labour in both productive and care work to women and girls limit both the amount of time 
they can put into paid work as well the kind of paid work that they can do – unless they can 
afford to pay others to take up their domestic responsibilities. There may be cultural norms 
restricting the mobility of women and girls in the public domain, as in many parts of South 
Asia and the Middle East/North African region curtailing their work, education and political 
participation. Many women face strong resistance, often violent, from husbands or partners to 
their desire to take up more remunerative forms of work.  
 
Gender inequalities in capabilities, assets and networks contribute to other aspects of labour 
market disadvantage. Land and housing are primary forms of ‘immoveable property’ which 
underpin the security and productivity of livelihoods in different regions of the world.  
They act as sites of production, stores of wealth, buffers against contingency, sources of 
income streams and the basis of access to other resources, including credit. But customary 
and legal discrimination mean that women generally own fewer productive assets with 
knock-on effects on other aspects of their livelihoods. And many women remain in abusive 
and violent marriages because they have nowhere else to live.  
 
While education generally increases the likelihood of women taking up paid work and 
improving their job opportunities, there has been a steady decline in the kinds of job 
opportunities where formal education is an asset. Women continue to lose out on training 
and extension services which would increase their productivity in various forms of self-
employment, often confined to forms of training which reinforce their traditional ‘feminine’ 
activities in already crowded segments of the market.  
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  ILO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific/Asian Development Bank, Women and labour markets in Asia. Rebalancing 
for gender equality. Bangkok, 2011. 
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Women’s constrained options are frequently exacerbated by conditions in the wider 
economy. Poor infrastructure, inadequate transport systems and weak marketing channels are 
likely to have a greater impact on working women relative to men because of the greater 
constraints on their mobility. Time constraints prevent them from travelling long distances 
and seeking the best prices for their output. They also face a greater likelihood of sexual 
harassment and violence by those with market power, such as middle men and trade officials 
or simply by virtue of being women in public space. 
 

5.  Strategic options for promoting access to productive and decent employment 
 
The dearth of productive and decent employment – for men as well as women - is the biggest 
challenge for poverty eradication. It is increasingly acknowledged that strategies for broad 
based poverty reduction have to start with employment-centred growth. This would require 
broadening macroeconomic policy objectives beyond inflation control to incorporate explicit 
employment targets. While the contributions to the literature on inclusive growth differ in 
their emphasis, they share the shift away from the free market fundamentalism in favour of a 
more active role for the state, the need to broaden macroeconomic policy objectives beyond 
inflation control to incorporate explicit employment targets and policies geared to the 
specificities of different contexts in place of the one-size-fits-all thinking that characterised 
neo-liberal approaches. While states should allow markets to function without unnecessary 
interference, they also need to ensure the provision of public goods to enhance the productive 
capacity of the economy: ‘the capacity to provide these public goods effectively is an 
important part of the social capabilities needed to generate development’.12   
 
Increasing the volume of good jobs will not necessarily promote women’s capacity to take 
advantage of these jobs on fairer terms. After all, women’s labour force participation rates 
have been growing steadily in most regions of the developing world, but most remain trapped 
in forms of informal work that will do little to eradicate poverty or promote their voice and 
agency. Nor can the vast majority of these women hope to enjoy formal condition of work in 
the near future. a
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civil society initiatives to promote behavioural change around gender roles
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for work of equal value and legislation outlawing discrimination and sexual harassment 
within and outside the work place would have wide-ranging implications. 
 
Gender-aware social protection  
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women leaving their jobs or refusing to work after dark, leading to a dramatic decline in 
female productivity.  
 
Experience has shown the laws and policies intended to advance gender equality or women’s 
rights do not automatically translate into concrete outcomes, particularly if they seek to 
transform long-established gender norms, without sustained efforts on the part of civil society 
actors. Civil society organizations, including many women’s organisations, have frequently 
been the moving force that led changes in laws and policies that have 


